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NOTE

Tapinoma sessile (Say) (Hymenoptera: Formicidae) Nest in Association with the
Northern Pitcher Plant, Sarracenia purpurea L. (Sarraceniaceae)

Tapinoma sessile (Say), the odorous
house ant, is a native species found
throughout the United Sates and Canada
and is considered a house pest (Wang and
Brook 1970). This species is extremely
flexible in selecting nesting sites. Nests are
excavated in the soil. with or without a cov-
ering object such as stones. Nests are also
constructed under bark and have been re-
ported in a variety of preformed cavities
(Creighton 1950). When colonies nest in
the soil, the nests are shallow and tempo-
rary. In studying nest relocation in four spe-
cies of ants, Smallwood reported that 7.
sessile moved its nest approximately every
twenty-six days (Smallwood 1982). Nests
of 7. sessile have been reported in boggy
areas as well as swamps (Smith 1928).

While 7. sessile is a diminutive species,
its colonies can consist of several thousand
workers and are reported to be polygynous.
New colonies can be formed by a queen
and a group of workers leaving the parent
colony (budding) or by a single founding
queen.

Workers of T. sessile visit plants to col-
lect honeydew from plant-feeding insects
including mealybugs, aphids and plant hop-
pers, as well as to collect floral and extra-
floral nectars. They also are reported to feed
on both living and dead insects.

An e¢levated soil nest of T. sessile was
observed against a leaf of Sarracenia pur-
pitrea L., the northern pitcher plant (Fig. 1).
in Suitland Bog, Prince Georges' Co..
Maryland. Suitland Bog is a hillside fen.
The ant nest and associated pitcher plant
were monitored for several weeks. During
the observation period one to six worker
ants were observed on the hood (B) and lip
(A) of the leaf closest to the ant colony
(Fig. 1). Ants were sporadically observed

on other leaves of the same plant cluster.
As one ant would leave the leaf closest to
the nest, others would arrive. Yet, the num-
bers of ants on the leaf at any one time
remained between 1-6 workers. An ant nest
at that location was surprising because the
ground was saturated with water. It was as-
sumed that the nest did not extend below
the surface. Worker ants were active for
much of the day (period between 9:00 AM
and 4:00 PM).

At the end of the observation period. one
side of the nest was partially opened. Ma-
ture larvae and pupae were readily appar-
ent. Since the nest was minimally disturbed.
only a small fraction of the colony was vis-
ible. By the time the site was revisited again
in September, the ants had abandoned the
nest. It is assumed that they moved to high-
er and drier ground to prepare for over-win-
tering.

Sarracenia purpurea has dermal glands
in the leaves that release extrafloral nectar
(Joel 1986). The greatest density of these
glands is on the lip of the leaf (Fig. 1A).
The total carbohydrate content of the ex-
trafloral nectar of S. purpurea has been
studied by Cipollini (Cipollini et al. 1994).
Nectar production is correlated with the age
of the leaf. Older leaves do not produce de-
tectable quantities of carbohydrates. Dress
(Dress et al. 1997) reported measurable
amounts of amino acids in S. purpiirea ex-
trafloral nectar samples.

The discovery of extrafloral nectar sourc-
es can prompt several different responses in
ants. When foraging worker ants encounter
a rich nectar source, the ants will consume
the sugar source until they are replete. Oth-
ers will feed and mark a trail back to the
parent nest to recruit other workers. Koptur
(1992) states that worker ants will treat ex-
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Fig. 1.
leaf, B = hood of the leaf.

trafloral nectaries in the same manner as
they treat honeydew-producing insects.
They will actually defend and protect the
sugar source.

We believe Tapinowa sessile has taken
this strategy one step further. Upon locating
and evaluating the extrafloral nectar source
of S. purpurea, the ants built a nest next to
the pitcher plant. Brood production for the
ant appeared to coincide with extrafloral
nectar flow from the new leaves.

The northern pitcher plant is rather lo-
calized in its distribution being restricted to
bogs. fens and hillside seeps in the eastern
United States and Canada. The observation
reported here demonstrates the flexibility of
T. sessile to adapt to a specific set of con-
ditions. Since there was a second 7. sessile
nest near a separate plant in a different part
of Suitland Bog, this was not an isolated
observation. The ants appeared to be taking
advantage of a particular food source in the
most efficient manner to maximize their
brood production.

Sarracenia purpurea plant with Tapinoma sessile nest (o the right of the labeled leaf. A = lip of the

LITERATURE CITED

Cipollint, D. E Jr.. S. J. Newell. and A. J. Nastase.
1994, Total carbohydrates in the nectar of Sarra-
cenia purpurea L. (northern pitcher plant). Amer-
ican Midland Naturalist 131: 374-377.

Creighton, W. S. 1950. The ants of North America.
Bulletin of the Museum of Comparative Zoology
104: 1-585, 57 plates.

Dress, W. J.. S, J. Newell, A. J. Nastase, and J. C.
Ford. 1997. Analysis of amino acids in nectar
from pitchers of Sarracenbia purpurea (Sarracen-
iaceae). American Journal of Botany 131: 374
377.

Joel, D. M. 1986. Glandular structures in carnivorous
plants: Their role in mutual expoitation of insects,
pp. 219-234. In Juniper, B. E. and T. R. E. South-
wood. eds. Insects and the Plant Surface. Edward
Arnold, London.

Koptur. S. 1992, Extrafloral nectary-mediated interac-
tions between insects and plants, pp. 81-129. In
Bernays, E., ed. Insect-Plant Interactions IV. CRC
Press. Boca Raton. Florida.

Smallwood, J. 1982. Nest relocation in ants. Insectes
Sociaux 29: 138-147.

Smith. M. R. 1928. The biology of Tapinoma sessile Suy.
an important house infesting ant. Annals of the En-
tomological Society of America 21: 307-329.

Wang, J. S. and T. S. Brook. 1970. Toxicological and



816

R. M. Duffield, Departinent of Biology,
Howard  University, Washington, DC

PROCEEDINGS OF THE ENTOMOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF WASHINGTON

biological studies of the odorous house ant, Tap- 20059, U.S.A. (e-mail: rduffield @ howard.
] sessile. al of Economic Entomology . .
inoma sessi e SIIEE Gl £ edu); R. R. Snelling, Entomology Section,

63: 1971-1973. ) j .
Emeritus, Natural History Museum of Los

Angeles County, 900 Exposition Blvd., Los
Angeles, CA 90007, U.S.A.

ENTOMOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF WASHINGTON
http://www.entomology.si.edu/ESW/ESWMenus.lasso
Information and Officers
Bylaws
History
First 100 Years
Past Presidents
History of the ESW Seal
Information for Authors
Available Publications
Meetings
Members Database
Membership Application

Subscriptions



